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ABSTRACT 

The effect of interview length on wave nonresponse in 
a longitudinal survey was studied, controlling for 

respondent-specific characteristics known to affect survey response. 
Data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth were used, for a 
sample of over 10,000 people who were 14 to 22 years old when first 
interviewed in 1979. These individuals have been interviewed annually 
every year since, yielding 16 years of data. Over the years, the 
length of the interview has varied. A transition probability model is 
estimated using hazard equations. With personal, demographic, and 
environmental factors known to influence survey response and several 
measures of respondent attitude and cooperation held constant, longer 
interview length was associated with sample retention. With the 
hypothesis that interview length may proxy for some uncontrolled 
dimension of respondent cooperation, an alternative measure to 
interview length, the number of questions asked, was constructed. 
Reestimating the hazards with this variable generates similar 
findings. It is conjectured that survey length, whether measured in 
minutes or in the number of questions asked, measures the salience or 
applicability of the survey to the respondent. Those with 
characteristics most important to the content of the survey have the 
longest interviews and are also the most interested. It is proposed 
that survey instruments be designed with questions applicable to all 
respondents, focusing less on the average length of the interview and 
more on the range of potential interview lengths. An appendix 
presents variable definitions and tables of nonresponse estimation 
hazard by subgroups. (Contains five tables, seven figures, five 
appendix tables, and eight references.) (SLD) 
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The National Longitudinal Surveys (NLS) program supports many studies designed 
to increase understanding of the labor market and methods of data collection. The 
Discussion Papers series incorporates some of the research coming out of the program. 
Many of the papers in this series have been delivered as final reports commissioned as 
part of an extramural grant program, under which grants are awarded through a 
competitive process. The series is intended to circulate the findings to interested readers 
within and outside the Bureau of Labor Statistics. 

Persons interested in obtaining a copy of any Discussion Paper, other NLS reports, 
or general information about the NLS program and surveys should contact the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, Office of Economic Research, Washington, DC 20212-0001, or call 
(202)606-7405. 

Material in this publication is in the public domain and, with appropriate credit, 
may be reproduced without permission. 



Opinions and conclusions expressed in this document are those of the authors) and 
do not necessarily represent an official position of the Bureau of Labor Statistics or the 
U.S. Department of Labor. 
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THE EFFECT OF INTERVIEW LENGTH ON NONRESPONSE IN THE 
NATIONAL LONGITUDINAL SURVEY OF YOUTH 

Laura Branden (Westat, Inc.), R. Mark Gritz (Seattle Research Center), 
and Michael R. Pergamit (Bureau of Labor Statistics) 



ABSTRACT 

In this paper, we examine the effect of interview length on wave nonresponse in a 
longitudinal survey, controlling for respondent-specific characteristics known to affect 
survey response. We use the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY), a sample of 
over 10,000 individuals who were 14-22 years old when first interviewed in 1979. These 
individuals have been interviewed annually every year since then, providing 16 years of 
data. The interviews have been conducted in person in all years except one. Unlike the 
CPS or SIPP, the NLSY does not allow proxy responses. The NLSY attempts to 
interview virtually all living respondents each year. Over the years, the length of the 
interview has varied. It also varies substantially across individuals in the sample within 
years. 

A transition probability model is estimated using hazard equations. Holding constant 
personal, demographic, and environmental factors known to influence survey response as 
well as several measures of respondent attitude and cooperation, we find that longer 
interview length is associated with sample retention. Hypothesizing that interview length 
may proxy for some uncontrolled dimension of respondent cooperation, an alternative 
measure to interview length, namely the number of questions asked, was constructed. 
Reestimating the hazards with this variable generates similar findings. 

We conjecture that survey length, whether measured in minutes or number of questions 
asked, measures the saliency or applicability of the survey to the respondent. Those 
respondents who possess the characteristics most important to the content of the survey 
have the longest interviews but are also the most interested. The policy prescription we 
propose is to design survey instruments which include sets of questions applicable to all 
respondents, focusing less on the average length of the interview and more on the range of 
potential interview lengths. 
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